a way for museums to engage more actively with a broad public audience. 3 Crucially, it also encouraged museums that had not previously displayed a great interest in slavery and abolition. In so doing, though, many (if not all) found that representing slavery posed many challenges that were more profound than they had hitherto confronted. This essay explores some of these challenges, many of which are common to all museums. It takes the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich as a case study in order to offer a particular insight into the way that museums could respond.
Set in the UNESCO Maritime Greenwich World Heritage Site, a particularly leafy part of southeast London, the National Maritime Museum (NMM) stakes a reasonable claim to be the biggest and most important maritime museum in the world. It opened its doors in 1937 and now houses an extraordinarily large and varied collection of material that represents and illustrates 'the importance of the sea, ships, time and the stars and their relationship with people'. 4 In 1999 the NMM was re-launched, with new galleries surrounding the central glass-roofed Neptune Court. One of those new galleries was 'Trade and Empire' within which, and among a series of other imperial themes, was a section on the slave trade, slavery and abolition. That such a display was included in the Museum's newly imagined vision of itself was striking. As the then Deputy Director noted, '[t]raditionalists may be uncomfortable'. He went on to defend the absence of 'reassuring, massed displays reflecting notions of British supremacy', arguing 'that if they were ever there, those values were never a reality for a large part of the population, and will never be accepted by the citizens of the next century '. 5 This sentiment finds echoes in Lonnie Bunch's insistence that museums 'find a past that is useful and meaningful to living generations', but it also implied that museums (and in this case the NMM) should address themselves to a wider public; that their target audience should not only be 'traditionalists'. 6 The problem for museums in the late 1990s (and which to an extent remains the case) was the danger of alienating the traditional audience. The launch of the NMM's Trade and Empire Gallery in 1999 unleashed a number of vitriolic responses, notably in the pages in some of Britain's more right-wing newspapers. A series of commentaries and outraged letters in the Daily Mail, the Daily Telegraph, and the Mail on Sunday attacked the 'political correctness' of an exhibition that Telegraph readers in particular described as disgraceful, shoddy and crass.
7 While such responses were not unexpected, the NMM was also confronted by more liberal commentators, who, while less strident in tone, were nonetheless critical of some elements of the display. One argued that the NMM had
